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In When They Call You a Terrorist: A Black Lives Matter Memoir (2017), Patrisse Khan-Cullors 
recounts events from her personal life that spurred her to activism on behalf of Black 
communities. It was through this turn to political activism that Cullors became allied with her co-
author asha bandele. While social ills like mass incarceration, racial profiling, and redlining may 
be abstract concepts to many Americans, Cullors’ and bandele’s lives have been fraught with 
fallout from these and other anti-Black policies. In this memoir, Cullors traces a path from the 
everyday injustices she has endured to her activism as a co-founder of the Black Lives Matter 
(BLM) Movement. Though the work focuses on Cullors’ experiences, her story is hardly unique. 
However, by interweaving the story of BLM with her own, Cullors demystifies the connection 
between anti-Black policies and their effects on ordinary Black Americans. The inclusion of 
personal experiences of loss, anguish, injustice, and righteous anger imbue Cullors’ activism 
with a sense of propriety and even inevitability. This thoughtful framing of her life and work (as 
well as those of her co-author) combats the stereotype of the needlessly angry Black woman and 
insinuates that Americans who are not outraged are not paying enough attention. 
Cullors brings readers into her narrative at the beginning, making them intimate observers of 
a lifetime of escalating trauma and racial violence. Over the course of the work, this intimacy 
cultivates a sense of urgency, as Cullors invites readers to share not only in her suffering but also 
in the restorative pathways she blazes. 
Cullors opens the memoir with a description of the conditions of her childhood 
neighborhood, Van Nuys, in California. In this food desert with little wealth or social mobility, 
Cullors’ family was heavily policed—subjected to racial profiling and random arrest (2017, 14). 
Early exposure to state surveillance was formative for Cullors. She writes, “I carry the memory 
of living under that terror—the terror of knowing that I, or any member of my family, could be 
killed with impunity—in my blood, in my bones, in every step I take” (8). As young Black 
males, her brothers were especially affected. They were frequently targets of law enforcement 
officers, who harassed them for participating in ordinary activities, like gathering with friends 
outdoors (26). 
In her retelling of events, Cullors describes the incarceration of her brother Monte and birth 
father Gabriel. Narrating their interactions with prison, law enforcement, and the criminal justice 
system, Cullors illustrates just how cruel these institutions are and how inadequately they serve 
Black Americans. She identifies these as natural consequences of the American tradition of 
devaluing and regulating Black bodies, one that authors and academics alike have noted (Coates 
2015; Douglas 2017). 
Through anecdote and analysis, Cullors details the convergence of her personal experiences 
with a call to activism. Mobilizing community support and common frustration, Cullors began 
constructing a network of activists that would grow to take on national and international issues 
Black people face. 
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Interwoven throughout the memoir is the story of Monte. A gentle child and faithful friend of 
Cullors, Monte develops a schizoaffective disorder as a young adult (59). His illness exacerbates 
the already challenging consequences of poverty and police surveillance. Like many Americans 
with severe mental illness, Monte finds himself incarcerated, following a string of arrests in his 
teen years. Rather than receiving treatment for his condition at a psychiatric facility, he joins the 
roughly 350,000 adults with severe mental illness in American prisons and jails (Bloom 2010, 
731). 
While incarcerated, Monte is treated unconscionably. His basic physical and medical needs 
are wholly neglected, and he is then released from prison without proper stabilization of his 
disorder (63). In the years that follow, Cullors slowly learns more about the brutality of Monte’s 
treatment in jail, as well as about the systematic torture of prisoners within the L.A. County 
system (160). This ultimately inspires the formation of an organization called Dignity and Power 
Now that advocates for civilian oversight of county prisons and sheriff’s departments (165). 
The story of Cullors’ birth father varies slightly. Over the course of his life, he struggled with 
drug addiction and was incarcerated for substance use and dealing. Though this history is 
mentioned and informs Cullors’ relationship with her father, she seems most interested in giving 
a full account of Gabriel as a man, rather than a prisoner. Thus, she captures her father’s 
vibrancy and his penchant for bringing people together and loving deeply. She uses his struggle 
to expose the “War on Drugs” as a deliberate attempt to erase a generation of Black and brown 
people. Cullors also sharply condemns “personal responsibility” narratives, which blame Black 
communities for the devastation caused by deadly combinations of drugs, mass incarceration, 
and institutional anti-Black biases (124). 
Through writing about her father’s life and death, she illustrates the human cost of such 
rhetoric—the way it batters and torments those who never face fair odds. Cullors’ father dies a 
“forgotten veteran of wars he never knew had been declared on his one thin brown body that in 
the end would succumb to a heart that was broken…the cumulative effects of hatred, racism and 
indignity” (107). Describing these intangible causes of death, Cullors makes plain the systematic 
barriers and burdens that Black and brown individuals face. She does not mince words when she 
asserts that these obstacles were deliberately crafted to cause Black Americans to stumble—even 
as they theoretically possess legal equality. She writes: 
What is the impact of years of strip searches, of being bent over, the years before that when 
you were a child and knew that no dream you had for yourself was taken seriously by 
anyone, that you were not someone who would be fully invested in by a nation that treated 
you as expendable? What is the impact of not being valued? How do you measure the loss of 
what a human being does not receive? My father was part of a generation of Black men who 
spent a lifetime watching hope and dreams shoved just out of their reach until it seemed 
normal, the way it just was (107). 
This epitomizes Cullors’ thoughtful employment of lived experience to illustrate the inhumanity 
of anti-Black violence. One drawback of this narrative approach is its assumption of a level of 
familiarity with the historical roots of anti-Black violence and its evolution that readers may not 
have. Thus, when the work addresses contemporary issues (post-War on Drugs) and merely 
alludes to “the terrorism that had always been the primary experience of Black people living in 
the United States” (210), it is not always clear exactly what that experience entailed. 
In its second half, the memoir turns to BLM, the current chapter of Cullors’ activism. 
Impassioned by her life experiences and trained in community organizing, she partners with two 
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other women to protest police brutality (180). Sparked by the murder of Trayvon Martin and 
subsequent acquittal of his killer, Cullors helped launch the Movement for Black Lives, and it 
caught on like wildfire. 
Though the support BLM has garnered so far is encouraging, Cullors reminds readers that a 
significant amount of work remains. The United States has a long way to go before Black and 
brown Americans will be able to enjoy the liberties they have been promised without 
abridgement or delay. Cullors situates the fight for the realization of these rights as the task of 
each generation—one that people of color cannot afford to abandon. Alongside this charge, 
Cullors expertly lays out the systematic and institutionalized ways that America’s white 
supremacist society devalues and criminalizes Blackness. This discussion shatters the myth of 
personal responsibility and calls for serious reforming of these institutions, rather than seeking to 
clumsily retrofit them. 
Finally, her memoir is attentive to the interactions of racial identities with others, namely 
gender and sexual identities. Cullors identifies herself as a queer Black woman and speaks 
candidly about the impact these identities have had on her intimate and community relationships. 
Her frequent emphasis on simply loving people as they are runs throughout the work. Through 
accounts of her own encounters with discrimination, she connects to the broader experience of 
Blackness in America, layering in the disparate effects of factors like poverty, homophobia, and 
heterosexism. Drawing from her own life to make these connections, Cullors reveals the strong 
grip of white supremacy and anti-Blackness in America, emphasizing the need for individual and 
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